Atmospheric carcinogens in Rio de Janeiro during the summer of 1998/99: benzo[a]pyrene and benzene.
Rio de Janeiro, the second largest city in Brazil, is affected by severe pollution episodes and presents a high respiratory cancer incidence in comparison with the rest of the country. To monitor atmospheric pollution during the summer of 1998/1999 and to estimate the impact of organic pollution on public health, we determined the levels of two carcinogenic organic chemicals, benzo[a]pyrene and benzene, in four distinct sites throughout the city. A review of the levels recorded in other urban areas worldwide during the last ten years indicates that the benzo[a]pyrene (< or = 0.70 ng/m3) and benzene (< or = 11 micrograms/m3) concentrations found in Rio are relatively low. The highest levels were generally recorded in developing Asian countries, whereas the lowest values were found in North America. Unlike urban areas in temperate zones, pollution derived from domestic heating is minor in Rio de Janeiro, where most of the benzo[a]pyrene and benzene pollution originates from vehicular traffic. The quite distinct fuels used in light-duty vehicles in Brazil, combined with strong light incidence and increased rainfall during the summer, also contribute to diminish the levels of such pollutants.